Modification of lipid composition of erythrocyte membranes in chronic alcoholism.
The lipid composition and microviscosity of erythrocyte membranes have been studied in chronic alcoholics with macrocytosis and minimal liver dysfunction. The findings have been compared with those obtained in subjects with macrocytosis not related to ethanol abuse. In all instances, macrocytosis was accompanied by an increased microviscosity of erythrocyte membranes, together with an increase of the cholesterol/phospholipid and of saturated/unsaturated fatty acids ratio. Both microviscosity and saturated/unsaturated ratio were significantly higher in alcoholics compared to subjects with macrocytosis not related to ethanol abuse. These findings confirm that altered lipid composition and fluidity of erythrocyte membrane may be observed in chronic alcoholics with minimal liver dysfunction, possibly due to the "stabilising" properties of ethanol - among a number of drugs- on biological membranes.